82           THE     DON     FLOWS      HOME
came back to unsaddle their cavalry mount for many days
and to await the arrival of the Reds, thrusting their military
equipment into a rick of straw or under the eaves of a shed.
But others only led their horses into the yard, spent the
night with their wives, and next morning, replenishing their
stock of provisions, rode off again along the steppe tracks,
looking back for the last time from the hilltop down on the
white, dead sweep of the Don, and on their native village,
left maybe for ever.
Who goes to meet death ? Who can guess the end of the
human road ? With difficulty the horses moved away from
the village. With difficulty the cossacks tore sorrow for their
dear ones out of their chilling hearts. And over that road
many returned in thought to their homes, along it many
heavy thoughts were pondered. And maybe tears as salt
as blood slipped over the saddle, down from the stirrup to
the hoof-marked road.
The night after Piotra arrived from Vieshenska there was
a family council in the Melekhov hut.
" Well, what's this ? " Pantaleimon asked as soon as
Piotra crossed the threshold. " Had enough of fighting ?
Come back without your officer's epaulettes ? Well, go and
shake hands with your brother and mother. Cheer them up.
Your wife's almost dead with longing for you. Bravo, bravo,
Piotra ! Gregor ! What are you lying on the stove like a
marmot for ? Come on down/'
Gregor let his bare legs hang and, smilingly scratching his
hairy chest, watched as his brother unfastened his sword-
belt with fingers stiff with cold and fumbled with the knots
of his cowlstrings. Dana smiled speechlessly into her
husband's eyes and unbuttoned his sheepskin jacket, care-
fully avoiding his right side, where a hand grenade was
fastened to the belt close to the revolver holster.
Brushing her brother's moustache with a kiss as she passed,
Dunia ran out to see to his horse. Ilinichna wiped her lips
with her apron and prepared to kiss her " firstborn."
Natalia bustled about at the stove, her children clinging to
her skirt. Everybody waited for Piotra to speak. But he
merely threw a hoarse " Good health ! " to them from the
threshold, and removed his outer clothes in silence, spending
much time brushing his boots with a millet-straw besom.
Then, straightening up, he suddenly trembled at the lips,